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Ordinary Communication
Leads to Extraordinary Risk

96%

of orgs experienced data
loss or exposure due to
misdirected email in

the past year

95%

of orgs reported
measurable business
impact—from remediation
costs to compliance
violations and customer
trust issues

400+

hours per year are spent
managing false positives
from legacy tools meant
to prevent data loss

»»> 2025 State of Misdirected Email Prevention

Email security strategies often center on external threats like phishing
and business email compromise (BEC). Yet one of the most persistent
causes of enterprise data exposure isn’t malicious at all; it stems from
simple human error.

Every day, employees send sensitive information to unintended recipients
through misdirected email: by mistyping a name, using an outdated
distribution list, or selecting an incorrect autocomplete suggestion. These
seemingly minor slips can lead to costly remediation, compliance issues,
and reputational losses.

Despite heavy investment in inbound threat protection, outbound visibility
remains a blind spot. Traditional DLP and secure email gateway (SEG)
solutions were built to detect external threats, not prevent well-intentioned
employees from sending the wrong message to the wrong person. Because
these tools rely on static rules rather than behavioral understanding, they
lack the context to recognize when a legitimate email carries hidden risk.

The problem is as common as it is underestimated. Nlearly every surveyed
organization in the 2025 State of Misdirected Email Prevention report
has faced at least one misdirected email incident in the past year, and
almost half learned about it only after the unintended recipient reported it.
Most teams spend hundreds of hours each year triaging false positives or
manually investigating potential incidents.

Because it sits at the intersection of human behavior, workflow friction, and
outdated controls, misdirected email represents one of the most pervasive,
least visible sources of enterprise data loss. Solving it requires a behavioral
approach that analyzes recipient context and communication patterns to
detect when an email may be misdirected, automatically quarantines high-
risk messages before delivery, and engages the sender to resolve the issue
in real time.
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The Everyday (Human) Causes
of Mlisdirected Email

Few risks in enterprise security are as routine and overlooked as
misdirected email. Every organization depends on email as the
backbone of daily collaboration, yet that dependence hides a
dangerous reality: the same system that powers productivity also
enables unintentional data exposure. Because these incidents stem
from legitimate activity, they rarely trigger alarms.

This blind spot exists precisely because most traditional defenses were built to spot malicious intent, not benign human error.
Secure email gateways focus on inbound traffic, scanning for phishing links or malware payloads. Data loss prevention tools
rely on static rules like keywords, regex patterns, or policy triggers to block sensitive content. But when an employee attaches
the correct file and sends it to the wrong client, those systems see nothing amiss. The communication looks valid, even as it
quietly moves confidential data beyond its intended boundary.

How Accidental Data Loss Through Misdirected Email Occurs

Misdirected email doesn’t require a catastrophic event—it thrives in the mundane:

Autocomplete Mistakes: A familiar name triggers the wrong address suggestion.

Similar Domains: Two partner organizations share nearly identical email addresses, leading to confusion.
Outdated Distribution Lists: Legacy groups include recipients who should no longer have access.
Internal Misrouting: Sensitive data is shared between departments without proper authorization.

Each of these actions can transmit regulated data—customer records, financial details, intellectual property—outside the
organization’s compliance perimeter.
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How Misdirected Emails are Discovered

Alerts from an email

security solution 52.6%

Alerts from a data loss
prevention (DLP) solution

51.3%

Discovered by security

monitoring processes/solutions N4%

Recipient reports the incident M11.4%

Discovered during internal audit
or compliance check

Sender reports the incident after
recognizing the error

Discovered through manual
review of outbound email logs

Discovered during external audit

Other 0.7%

A\A4
Limited detection by DLP and email security tools highlights persistent blind spots in outbound visibility.

» What Counts as Data Exposure?

Misdirected emails can include any information considered
such as:

Personally identifiable information (PII) Protected health information (PHI)

Financial, customer, or employee data Strategic or legal documents

Under frameworks like GDPR, HIPAA, and SOX, e \
may require internal reporting or compliance revie
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The Limits of
Traditional Controls

Traditional email defenses perform exactly as designed—but that
design no longer matches how organizations communicate. Even as
secure email gateways and DLP systems filter inbound threats with
precision, they fail to prevent the quiet, everyday exposures created
by legitimate users and trusted systems. The issue isn’t directionality;
it's context. Rules can spot malicious payloads, but they can’t interpret
human intent or communication nuance.

Rules \Without Understanding

Data loss prevention (DLP) and other tools for managing misdirected email often rely on predefined policies and rigid logic—
rules that look for specific file types, domains, or phrases—to decide whether a message poses risk. These tools can detect
when sensitive data leaves the organization, but they can’t tell whether it’'s being shared with the appropriate recipient.

A financial report sent to a client instead of a colleague contains nothing technically suspicious; the risk lies in who receives it,
not in what it contains. Static rules often can’t recognize that distinction, and policy tuning becomes a losing game. Each new
business unit, cloud integration, or vendor relationship adds complexity that outpaces manual configuration.

This constant tuning creates ongoing strain for security teams. Survey data underscores the challenge: 59% of organizations
cite policy enforcement across hybrid environments as their top obstacle in preventing misdirected email, while 52%
struggle to maintain consistent data-sharing policies.

Operational Overload

Security teams know their controls are limited—but maintaining them still consumes vast amounts of time. According to our
research, 82% of organizations dedicate more than six labor hours each week to managing false positives and related
misdirected email alerts, totaling over 40@ hours annually.

This cycle of maintenance, triage, and reconfiguration produces diminishing returns. As false positives pile up, teams either
loosen rules to regain efficiency or accept the noise as unavoidable. In both cases, precision suffers, and truly risky incidents
continue to slip through unnoticed.
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A Stalemate Between Coverage and Usability

Traditional controls force a trade-off: tighten rules and drown in alerts, or relax them and risk exposure. Neither path scales.
Most organizations choose a middle ground—limited enforcement combined with user awareness campaigns—to minimize
disruption. But this compromise leaves sensitive data vulnerable.

Email remains the most common conduit for business communication, and until security tools evolve to evaluate context and
behavior rather than just content, accidental data loss through misdirected email will persist as a hard-to-solve problem across
the enterprise.

Greatest Obstacles to Preventing Misdirected Email

Difficulty enforcing policies
across hybrid environments 58.9%
(email, Saas$, file sharing, etc.)

Difficulty creating clear,
consistent policies for sharing 52.3%
sensitive data via email

Lack of visibility into
abnormal vs. normal 50.7%
communication patterns

Inadequate remediation
workflows (e.g., no user alerts 50.3%
or recall options)

Investigations are

: . 43.4%
too time-consum ing

Solution(s) rely too heavily on
static rules rather than adapting 42.4%
to user behavior/context

Solution(s) are too complex
to maintain

35.8%

Insufficient budget for solution(s) 26.5%

Too many false positives

from rules (alert fatigue) 26.2%

Our team is too small 13.6%

vv

Top obstacles to preventing misdirected email include policy enforcement and creation,
and lack of visibility into communication patterns.
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The Real Cost of
Mlisdirected Email

For many organizations, accidental data loss through
misdirected email is a daily reality with tangible business
consequences. Nearly every surveyed organization
experienced measurable impact from misdirected email in the
past year. For most, the fallout went well beyond an isolated
incident, causing extended remediation cycles, compliance
exposure, and the erosion of stakeholder trust.

The costs add up quickly. More than half of respondents said misdirected
email required significant remediation time, effort, or expense, while nearly half
experienced direct loss of confidential data. Another 40% reported damage to
customer relationships and brand reputation.

Beyond these direct consequences, organizations face mounting operational
costs. Security teams devote large portions of each week to managing false
positives and alert noise related to misdirected email, resulting in hundreds of
hours annually diverted from higher-value work. And despite this investment,
most security leaders agree that the time spent maintaining and operating
current tools rarely delivers meaningful outcomes. This results in rising costs,
stagnant ROI, and diminishing confidence in legacy approaches.

Because misdirected email incidents stem from benign human error rather
than malicious intent, they’re often deprioritized. Yet the regulatory frameworks
that govern data protection make no distinction between a stolen file and

one sent to the wrong inbox. Under GDPR, HIPAA, and SOX, unintentional
disclosure can still constitute non-compliance, with penalties reaching millions
of dollars and long-term reputational impact.

Many exposures are discovered only after recipients report them, long after
containment is possible. Each delayed detection compounds the cost of
investigation, customer communication, and legal review. Preventing these
incidents requires more than awareness training or stricter rules; it demands
behavioral visibility, context, and automation to free teams from these
lose-lose cycles.

The Compliance Equation

GDPR HIPAA

54%

of orgs spend significant
time or expense remediating
misdirected email incidents

89%

of orgs say current
misdirected email solutions
require substantial effort to
configure/maintain

70%

of orgs say maintaining
current misdirected email
solutions isn’t worth the
effort required

2025 State of Misdirected
Email Prevention

SOX/FINRA

Misdirected emails
containing PHI require
reporting, and penalties
scale with negligence.

Any unauthorized disclosure of
personal data is a recordable
incident resulting in fines up

to €20 million or 4% of annual
global revenue.

© 2025 ABNORMALAI, INC.

Prohibits disclosure of
confidential financial data
to unauthorized parties,
regardless of whether the
disclosure is accidental.
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Rethinking Mlisdirected
Email Prevention

44

44

Beyond Rules and Remediation

For years, organizations have tried to prevent misdirected email with the same logic applied to other data loss prevention:
define the rules, enforce the boundaries, and investigate whatever slips through. But as communication has become fluid,
global, and deeply human, this model has reached its limits. Policies can’t anticipate the nuances of everyday collaboration,
and rule sets can’t scale to match the speed of business. The result is a reactive posture that identifies exposure after it occurs
instead of flagging it in real time.

The next phase of misdirected email protection demands a different foundation. Instead of treating email as a series of
policy checks, modern security must understand behavior: who communicates with whom, about what, and in what context.
Preventing unintentional email exposure means identifying risk not through static content filters, but through patterns that
deviate from each sender’s normal communication activity.

This isn’t about replacing rules; it's about augmenting them with intelligence. By learning how people actually work, defenses
can adapt to human behavior rather than forcing humans to adapt to security controls.

\What Modern Protection Requires

CISOs recognize that accidental email exposure is a human-layer problem, not a policy-layer one. Preventing it effectively
means designing defenses that:

Understand Behavioral Context: Security must learn what “normal” looks like for every user, department,
and workflow—then flag the outliers that suggest risk.

Act in Real Time: Intervening before a misdirected message leaves the organization transforms outcomes
from remediation to prevention.

Empower Employees: \When users receive contextual, in-the-moment guidance, they become active participants
in protection rather than passive bystanders.

Reduce Operational Friction: Automation should simplify workflows, eliminate manual triage, and allow teams

to focus on higher-value strategy.

Survey findings reflect this shift in expectation. Approximately 69% of organizations say they want technology that can
automatically block misdirected emails before they’re sent, and 57% want solutions that use behavioral Al to identify
anomalous communication patterns. The call for smarter, more adaptive protection is clear: rules alone no longer suffice.
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»» From Reactive Compliance to Proactive Understanding

Rethinking misdirected email prevention isn’t just about technology—it’s about philosophy. It requires CISOs to move from
enforcing compliance to enabling trust: trust in systems, in employees, and in the autonomous intelligence guiding both. The
organizations that succeed will be those that embed context and automation into every layer of communication, transforming
security from a set of constraints into a framework that supports how people naturally work.

For enterprises navigating complex regulatory requirements and distributed workforces, this evolution is overdue. Static
controls will always fall behind the pace of human interaction. The future of misdirected email prevention lies in solutions that
see intent, understand behavior, and act instantly.

»» Conclusion

The challenge of misdirected email is both timeless and timely—rooted in human nature yet amplified by the complexity of
modern work. Solving it requires security that understands people as well as it understands data. By combining behavioral
context, automation, and trust, organizations can finally move beyond containment and toward true prevention.

Defining Modern Misdirected Email Prevention

Traditional Approach Modern Approach
Rule-based policy matching Behavior-based contextual analysis
Reactive and maintenance-heavy Preventative and adaptive
Prone to false positives Automated with minimal overhead
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About Abnormal Al

Abnormal Al is the leading Al-native human behavior
security platform, leveraging machine learning to stop
sophisticated inbound attacks and detect compromised
accounts across email and connected applications.

The anomaly detection engine leverages identity and
context to understand human behavior and analyze the
risk of every cloud email event—detecting and stopping
sophisticated, socially-engineered attacks that target the
human vulnerability.

You can deploy Abnormal in minutes with an APl integration
for Microsoft 365 or Google \Workspace and experience
the full value of the platform instantly. Additional protection
is available for Slack, Workday, ServiceNow, Zoom, and
multiple other cloud applications. Abnormal is currently
trusted by more than 3,200 organizations, including over
20% of the Fortune 500, as it continues to redefine how
cybersecurity works in the age of Al.

Explore how adaptive, behavioral protection
closes the human error gap in email security.

Requesta Demo > Discover Your ROl >
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